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Objects have no intrinsic justifications or inequalities. "Each has meaning only 
in relation to the other. It is the relation that makes the meaning”. (Bourdieu 
1984:227). 
 
Introduction. 
 
Australia is a pluralist society in the Pacific Rim, but maintains its British 
heritage.  International tourism is flourishing and increasing numbers of 
Australians are using leisure facilities including parks, museums and heritage 
sites.  How can interpreters deal with the variations in culture, social class, 
education and aspiration amongst their clients?  Are those with high cultural 
capital disenfranchised by interpretations aimed at people with low cultural 
capital? Can information technology reach disparate clients simultaneously? 
 
Pierre Bourdieu contends that people act rationally within their habitual 
context (or roadmap).  That is, people act according to their interpretations of 
themselves in relationship to others (which is grounded in experience) but, if 
challenged, people re-establish their position and agency within the new 
paradigms in much the same way people do when they consult a roadmap to 
ascertain their geographical position, 
  
Habitus encodes the individuals’ preferences for cultural activities.  Bourdieu 
maintained that ones habitus was structured and developed according to the 
types of value people placed on objects and activities, such as opera or 
classical music.  Habitus incorporated “a particular sector of that world -a 
field- in and which structures the perception of that world as well as action in 
that world.” (Bourdieu 1998:81).  However art is linked to social, economic 
and political environments by the availability, cost and political acceptance of 
art objects.  ‘Art,” in the context of this paper includes music, artefacts, objects 
and experiences.  People with a full understanding of the rules of any game 
(cricket or movie appreciation) have high cultural levels of understanding what 
they are viewing/doing as opposed to the guesswork by those who do not 
understand the rules. 
 
High and low cultures differ, but are manifested through tastes that are linked 
to social classes through popularising these tastes.  Taste is the basis of how 
individuals are located in time and space. Bourdieu saw differences between 
the sacred of the aesthetic gaze and the profanity of the popular gaze 
(Bourdieu 1984:175).  Habitus encapsulates the principles of stratification, as 
cultural capital can be acquired through education, enabling learners to 
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develop new facets of self, a new habitus, thus self enhancement through 
education that alters the habitus may be likened to the facets of a diamond.  
Knowledge creates extra facets which allow the individual to sparkle more 
brilliantly and to reflect different ‘lights’ or aspects of themselves.  
(Desmarchelier 1999:282).   
 
“I contend that a power or capital becomes symbolic, and exerts a specific 
effect of domination, which I call specific power or symbolic violence, when it 
is known and recognised (connu et reconnu), that is, when it is the object of 
and act of knowledge and recognition." (Bourdieu 1990:111).  The French 
words connu and reconnu equate with the Australian word “recognition” and 
its opposite “misrecognition.” Individuals attribute meaning to objects and 
events, but they may misrecognise what they experience because they do not 
have full understanding of what they see/do. 
 
Bourdieu (1984) likened this symbolic capital to a visitor in the Louvre, who, 
upon seeing the Winged Victory of Samothrace (Nike), needs to ask what the 
statue signifies *.  Such people lack the language or symbolism to “really” 
understand the artistic object. They lack cultural capital.  They may recognise 
the image of a woman in historic garments, but those endowed with cultural 
capital would also understand its symbolism and mythology.  Thus, the 
uninitiated person could ask and be shown what the image represented; this 
very act validated their lack of cultural capital, and thus a lack of status. 
(Desmarchelier 2003).  
 
During the presentation, participants were shown the statue from different 
angles and were asked to identify its meaning and context.  They identified 
with the harshness of Bourdieu’s idea that asking for its meaning identified 
personal ignorance.  In reality, interpreters are simultaneously dealing with 
clients possessing high and low cultural capital.  How can they relate to high 
culture without making low culture clients feel ‘uneducated’? 
 
*The Winged Nike of Samothrace (about 190BC) is a marble statue of 
approximately eight feet high that is positioned at the top of the Daru staircase 
in the Louvre Museum, Paris.   
 
High cultural capital is encoded in the language of the high culture.  This 
language encodes meaning, but obfuscates it from those who lack the 
terminology.  This is evident when any professional group converse in 
‘jargon.’ The more formal a situation is, the more likely it is that high cultural 
language and obfuscation, will be used (Bourdieu 1991:70). 
 
"[a] work of art has meaning and interest only for someone who possesses 
the cultural competence that is the code into which it is encoded. A beholder 
who lacks the specific code feels lost in the chaos of colours and lines ... Thus 
the encounter with a work of art ... presuppose an act of cognition, a decoding 
operation, which implies the implementation of a cognitive acquirement, a 
cultural code." (Bourdieu 1986 p2-3).  The language of art includes symbols 
and ways of viewing that are encapsulated in artistic language.  A viewer may 
appreciate a landscape, but not understand the difference between Sidney 
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Nolan and Pro Hart.  The artworld offers linguistic tools for talking about art 
(indeed, any kind of art) in an intelligent way (Efland 2004 p6). 
 
“That the working class finds itself at “a loss for words” when trying to 
describe abstract art presupposes, in a highly misrecognised way, its 
recognition of the legitimacy of the dominant way of talking about art.” (Li 
Puma 1993:19).  Bourdieu viewed the language of high and low cultures as 
being in opposition. The tendency of bourgeois language to abstraction, 
formalism, intellectualism and euphemistic moderation, …[is] opposed to the 
expressiveness of working class language”(Bourdieu and Passeron 
1990:116). 
 
Misrecognition of art and culture in Australia. 
 
Bourdieu based his analysis of cultural capital on European cultures and 
classified artefacts based on historical legitimacy. Australia does not have this 
entrenched class structure, so high cultural capital differs from the European 
context.  
 
Australian Museums and Art Galleries were mostly visited by the elites, but, 
during the last twenty years, blockbuster exhibitions, featuring international art 
and artefacts are seen as ‘exotic’ rather than as high culture and are 
marketed as 'weekend escapes' for the culturally naive. The popularity of 
audiotaped recordings that deconstruct these exhibitions indicates that many 
visitors do not understand the underlying meaning of the artistic symbols they 
view.  The very act of deconstructing meaning through audiotapes indicates 
that those listeners lack cultural capital. 
 
Naive observers are helped by education.  Just as people need structure and 
grammar in order to learn a new language, they need to understand the 
structure and language of artefacts enhances their appreciation of images. 
Images are not value free, they are layered with meaning. For example, 
photos of environments are interpreted differently by conservationists, forestry 
workers, tourists and environmentalists. The “reality” of those images is 
grounded in the socio/political discourses of those times and places.  Meaning 
is lost if the viewer does not understand these contexts.  The image, in this 
context, includes the location site, art, artefacts, propaganda, mobile phones, 
pod casts, virtual worlds, photos, brochures, web sites and historical objects.  
 
The viewers’ experiences of the image are grounded on their taken-for-
granted ways of seeing events in everyday life, unless they have an alternate 
way of viewing the image. Some images will not lead the viewer to higher 
order thinking, because the viewer does not relate to them in an empathetic 
manner, or does not wish to experience that world view, as was evidenced by 
“Nike’.   
 
Memories and current experiences may be based on misrecognition with 
individuals being unconscious of what they are misinterpreting .  In this 
manner, "Forms of domination are naturalized to the extent that they are both 
unconscious and sometimes unrecognisable; and they are resisted to the 
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extent that resistance becomes possible within a sociocultural frame of 
restraints." (Dillabough 2004:495). 
 
Providing a structure by which viewers can interpret multiple meanings of 
images means layering the various ways by which images were 
deconstructed,  This structure is based on the viewers experiences and 
knowledge, so that they demonstrate their cultural context (habitus) while 
interpreting the image.  The structure guides interpreters to deepen their 
understanding by drawing on the past experiences which led to their current 
habitus, or series of dispositions to act.  Memories are like snapshots of an 
event.  They are grounded in time, space and context.  
 
“Knowledge and what goes misrecognized in the knowledge we produce and 
what is the source of that misrecognition. All capital -economic, social and 
cultural- is symbolic and the prevailing configurations of it shape social 
practice. Fields have boundaries. ... To each of the fields there corresponds a 
fundamental point of view of the world" (Bourdieu 2000:99). 
 
Recognition and misrecognition have pervaded Australian history the use of 
symbolic power is evidenced in the following two examples from colonial 
Australia.  The concept of symbolic power is that (mis)representations of 
reality become 'real' and are found in different contexts and spheres of 
action.  The soldiers used food as symbolic violence to prevent escape. The 
bread for convicts was treated with sweet vinegar and ergot to mould rapidly 
and prevent storage.  Ergot-tainted bread was dangerous as it was 
hallucinogenic, and caused gangrene by restricting blood flow. (Davey 
2002:33). 
 
Misrecognition in the Australian cultural identity.  
 
One example is the glorification of the harsh climate and working classes 
since British arrival has created an ideal of Australians as strong, rugged, 
bush people, but over eighty five percent of Australians live in cities.  These 
images permeate the nation’s ideology and contribute to social reproduction.  
 
Working class language and culture are encapsulated in Australian art and 
film.  Jack Thomson is an obvious example of the idealised, rural Australian.  
Films such as Gallipoli, Crocodile Dundee and Rabbit Proof Fence reinforce 
these themes. Phrases including “have a go” and “She”ll be right mate” and 
“Aussie, Aussie, Aussie, oi, oi, oi!” (Olympic Games, Sydney) embody these 
images.  This is not the language of the elite, but popularises “little Aussie 
battlers” who struggle with hardship and nature, but remain loyal to their 
mates and are always willing to “lend a hand”.  
 
A second example is the development of ideologies that supported the British 
settlement  
 
Colonial paintings of the Australian landscape used non-representational 
images “to signify the primordial difference and the antipodeans landscape ... 
This uncolonised landscape represented the antithesis of colonial civilisation, 
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both spatially and temporally distinct from the colonial nation." (Macneil 1999 
p1). The settlers' lack of appreciation for native Australia and its population 
disposed them to act to eradicate it. "Sir William Macarthur, the colonial 
gentleman, took pride in besting a great London nursery. The passionate and 
energetic nurseryman, Thomas Lang, imported over a million plants to the 
country." (Fox 2004:www).  
 
The objectification of Aboriginal people supported the colonisers' sense of 
superiority. Thus, the supposed 'last' five Tasmanian Aboriginals Trucanini, 
Bessy Clarke, Patty, Wapperty and William Lanley became objects of interest. 
Tasmanian officials commissioned Duterrau, Law and Woolley to record their 
images. "Because there were only five of them, Woolley took not one but 
three photographs of each, recording their full face, three-quarter face and 
profile. ... They exhibited Lanney in Melbourne 'in a frame by himself' as 'THE 
LAST OF THE ABORIGINES' ... although Trucanini, died in 1876." (Craig 
1866 cited in Bonhady and Sayers 2002 p6). 
 
During colonial times Indigenous people were misrepresented in portraits. 
"This exclusion of Aboriginal people from the conceptualisation of the 
Australian nation reflects the effectiveness with which a visual discourse of 
'Australia' painted Aboriginal people out of existence." (Macneil 1999:1).  
Exclusion is a key form of misrecognition, so excluding high cultural capital 
clients can be constructed as symbolic violence, just as it has been for 
Aboriginal people. 
 
Consumption and Australian foods and tastes - misrecognition? 
 
This section analyses cultural tastes of Australians using Bourdieu's foci of 
art, museums and food. Objects have no intrinsic justifications or inequalities.  
The distance between what is vulgar and what is distinction indicates the 
degree of social distance and hierarchy (Moore 2005:447).  
 
Commodification of high culture is evident in art and literature domains. Users 
can see/read the artefact using information technology and most reputable 
organisations exhibit online. (For example, Le Louvre Thematic trails: The Art 
of Eating at Table: the Rituals and Symbolism of the Meal). Literature is 
available in print, CD-Rom, audiotape and film version, whilst Internet 
distributors supply goods on demand. Purchasers can select from high quality 
or mass-produced items and choose from pristine new copies, first edition 
rare items or second-hand soiled items. Why then visit a bookseller, museum 
or art gallery? Is it because the zone between audience and artefact is the 
'interpretative space'?  Does the presence of other audience or purchasers 
legitimate the experience as high culture? 
 
Modern societies have blurred the distinction between high and low culture.  
The erosion of boundaries between the aesthetic and the economic, between 
art and popular culture, are the result of the process of commodification that 
have placed museums alongside shopping malls within the realms of 
consumption and entertainment.  New audiences have emerged from this mix 
with less dichotomised - that is, either cultivated or popular - ways of seeing 
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culture. (Prior 2005:123-139).  "When consumers are inside such places, they 
could be anywhere in the world, as all these types of places seem to be the 
same whether they be downtown centres, airports or shopping malls." (Voyce 
2006:274). Global chain stores distribute identical goods in different language 
names. This devaluing of high culture had already been identified by Bourdieu 
"galleries or publishing houses, like painters or writers, are distributed at any 
one time according to their artistic age, that is according to the antiquity of 
their mode of artistic production and according to the degree of canonisation 
and the influence of that generative schema which is at one and the same 
time a schema of perception and appreciation." (Bourdieu 1996:158). 
 
Entry to bookshops, wine tastings, and galleries is open and usually free of 
charge. However, those that lack sophisticated cultural tastes are recognised 
and excluded from those who understand. The language of a vigneron is 
unrecognised by those who lack the parlance. Thus, the world of cultural 
goods offers a particular opportunity for the expression of social differences 
because; “the relationship of distinction is objectively inscribed within it, and is 
reactivated, intentionally or not, in each act of consumption, through the 
instruments of economic and cultural appropriation which it requires” 
(Bourdieu 1984:227).  Comparing the sales of the same book at specialist 
bookshop with a market chain exposes that the ambience of the former is 
often more prized that the cheaper prices at the latter establishment.  Why 
then do people pay more for the same commodity? 
 
Shopping malls are palaces of consumption. Current examples of how tastes 
are used to distinguish those with high or low culture are related to the 
depiction and consumption of food and drink. The fashioning of ‘tastes’ is 
evident in the way we display, prepare and consume food.  Food taste 
preferences are now inextricably linked to artistic design and media 
manipulation.  (Wright et. al. 2001:2).  The distinction associated with fine 
wine is because wine’s connected to a social world inhabited exclusively by 
those knowledgeable about wine.  Others, such as tourists, are allowed 
access to drinking wine and visiting vineyards. However, lacking the language 
and expertise to account for their wine consumption, they become more 
convinced of how little they know about this genre and so they legitimise the 
prestige of the full members of that social world. (Ravenscroft 2001). 
 
It can be argued that access to indices of distinction (gourmet foods and 
wines) by non-epicureans, blurs the boundaries of high and low cultural 
artefacts.  The popularising of high cultural images through mass media, 
means that most Australians recognise Mona Lisa, or Van Gogh’s sunflowers, 
but do not have the cultural context with which to ‘understand’ what they 
portray. 
 
What is high culture in Australia?  In the presentation I showed images of 
Australian icons such as the Big Banana (Coffs Harbour), Big Merino 
(Goulburn), Big Guitar (Tamworth) and Big Pineapple (Nambour).  The 
audience discussed their implied cultural status. The I produced the Australian 
2007 stamp set of “Big Things” wherein these artefacts had been reproduced 
as artistic images on stamps.  They were depicted on individual cover sheets, 



 7 

as stamp sets and as payment for postage.  Had the “Big Things” icons 
become high culture through recognition of their cultural importance to many 
Australians?  'Did Kath and Kim' become high culture because of the manner 
in which they parodied working class cultures? 
 
Taste is a middle class concept since it presupposes freedom of choice, 
whereas the disadvantaged classes only have " a taste for what they are 
anyway condemned to ... the pretext for a class racism which associates the 
populace with everything heavy, thick and fat." (Bourdieu 1984). Gastronomy 
is a phenomenon of cultural expression and an aesthetic for living through 
combining consumption with status and aesthetics. "In the modern world the 
fashioning of ‘tastes’ can take many forms in the way we display, prepare and 
cook our food. ... Food taste preferences are now inextricably linked to artistic 
design and media manipulation, as in advertising and creating social status 
and prestige to the extent of elevating to a fashionable cult status some 
individuals who are presenters of cookery competition programs, food fashion 
writers and celebrity chefs." (Wright, Nancarrow and Kwok 2001 p2). 
 
In Australia, gastronome or 'foodie' hyperbole French influences predominate 
in the language and context of gourmet cuisine, with Epicure the first gourmet 
magazine. Modern foodies understand the difference between Brie and 
Camembert and that balsamic vinegar is no longer superior. This is shown by 
the increase of cooking, house and garden magazines/shows which cater for 
different social classes and the growth of small wineries and the expansion of 
wine tastings (accompanied by tasting chef-prepared foods. 
 
High cultural capital is manifested in food.  During the IAA presentation, 
participants were offered brie and camembert, assorted biscuits and Spanish 
olives.  Ideally, the discerning tastes could differentiate between the types of 
cheeses and the most discerning could identify authentic French brie, 
Roquefort cheese, chevagne, brinata, chaource, brie trouffe, camembert de 
Normandie, chevre and French gruyere had they been offered. Epicurean 
tastes could differentiate between cheeses made from cow, goat and sheep's 
milk.  Is this important?  It is if the epicurean is offered home brand cheeses 
from supermarket chains.  THEY can tell the difference and may feel culturally 
excluded! 
 
Franchises such as McDonald's, use formal organisational procedures to 
reproduce social spaces without national contexts with the same foods in 
similar surroundings, generating feelings of belonging. These places are the 
antithesis of high culture. Yet, personal differences moderate this replication 
of time and space. For example, in Israel, Mc Donald's restaurants are not 
kosher as milk and meat products are mixed in cheese hamburgers. Yet the 
chief executive officer (CEO) of McDonald's Israel, Dr Omri Padan, shuts 
McDonald's restaurants on the anniversary of Prime Minister Rabin's death 
and refuses to open franchises in the West Bank or Gaza Strip as, "there 
should be a Palestinian franchise owner chosen by McDonald's." (Illouz and 
John 2003 p10). 
 
How does one interpret such actions unless one accepts there are varying 
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levels of meaning attached to objects and  human behaviour.  “The art 
museum is implicit in propagating and maintaining certain myths, such as 
taste in art is innate, ineffable and spontaneous. Bourdieu demonstrated 
otherwise - some belong and others feel exclusion. In Australia those with 
high cultural capital come alone or with a friend, stay longer, avoided 
interpreters and handouts, relied on their own knowledge.” (Suchy 1998:49) 
 
Conclusion 
 
Education can provide viewers with the cultural capital to interpret meaning 
using high cultural capital.  How can this be used by interpreters? 
 
During the IAA conference many speakers used examples of how Information 
Technology (IT) was revolutionising interpretation in their organisations.  
Speakers offered virtual worlds of their organisations, podcasts, mobile 
phones channelling different discourses for audiences that had differing age, 
cultural capital or recognition of their situation.  Arguably IT will 
metamorphose current interpretation practices.  My suggestion is that all 
organisations that use interpretation unite in sharing their uses of technology 
and developments in understanding and using that technology.  Currently 
organisations are competing for resources (money and prestige) and thus do 
not share their understandings.  All IAA organisations have clients from 
different ages, nations, cultures, sexual orientations, education levels and IT 
experiences.  Through sharing the ways technology can be used, all 
Australian organizations can develop state-of-the-art interpretations that 
simultaneously allow viewers models of interpretation that recognise their 
level of expertise in that field (place).   
 
Many participants, including Generation Y, podcast their experiences.  
Organisations such as the Australian National Museum give school groups 
digital cameras to record their excursion.  Surely clients could access various 
forms of interpretation before, during and after their visit?  Many people would 
appreciate developing their understanding of what they experienced if they 
were not projected as uneducated by doing so.  Perhaps signs acknowledging 
different ways of interpretation could guide clients to additional genres of 
interpreting, using such as historical, artistic, archaeological and post-modern 
dimensions.  These would also allow experts in, say, history, to include 
geographical/geological understandings. 
 
Objects have no intrinsic meanings, but developments in IT will allow diverse 
and discreet modelling of interpretations that cater to the needs, wants and IT 
competencies of the audience and this will increase levels of understanding 
amongst those with high and low levels of cultural capital.  Just as access to 
indices of distinction (gourmet foods and wines) by non-epicureans heightens 
the boundaries of high and low cultural artefacts, misrecognising the needs of 
people with high cultural capital can lead to their cultural disengagement. 
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